Sublingual sufentanil, a new opportunity for the improvement of postoperative pain management in Italy.
Despite the availability of national and international guidelines, adequate postoperative pain (POP) management is still a challenge in Italy. One of the potential reasons for the high incidence of surgical patients complaining moderate to severe pain is the difficult application of the currently recommended analgesic techniques in clinical practice. In particular, morphine, the most commonly used systemic opioid in the POP treatment, has some unfavorable pharmacodynamic and pharmacokinetic characteristics for POP management, suggesting a potential relevant improvement by using different opioids. Many of sufentanil properties make it particularly suitable for POP control: a high affinity for the µ opioid receptor, the highest therapeutic index compared to any other opioid used in clinical practice and the absence of clinically relevant active metabolites. The elevated potency, together with the high lipophilicity of sufentanil, allow the preparation of a nanotablet, 3 mm of diameter and 0.75 mm of thickness, containing 15 µg of active drug. The sublingual route allows a longer time of drug plasmatic permanence in comparison to IV route, overcoming the need for continuous dosing. The patient-controlled system, considered in the present review, is preprogrammed to deliver one sublingual tablet of sufentanil with a 20-minute lockout period with a radiofrequency identification thumb tag allowing only the patient to activate the on demand button. Phase II and III studies have assessed the efficacy of this system in POP management, showing that it was considered more satisfactory than the IV PCA morphine system by both patients and nurses. The introduction of this simple and innovative system of patient-controlled analgesic administration could represent an opportunity for Italy to update the current practice in POP management.